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Teachers as Writers
This feature sets aside space for teachers to publish (500 words or fewer) original poetry, short stories,
or snapshot memoirs. Reading other teachers' writing can be most inspiring. Three teachers share their
stories with us in this issue.

Cultivating a Classroom of Writers:
BY BARBARA GRIEGER
PORTAGE,

MI

M

teaching of writing changed dramatically the year I began to keep my own writer's notebook. Each
week I wrote new stories and examples to share with my students. I wrote lists and took listening
walks and tried my hand at writing poems. On Monday mornings I started school by asking, "Can you
guess what I wrote in my notebook over the weekend?" I lived the life of the writer that I wanted my
students to live.

Together we practiced in our notebooks:
•

adding dialogue, figurative language, or active verbs;

•

showing, rather than telling our stories, by using our senses to describe vivid images of our characters
or setting;

•

studying the craft of writing through the eyes of our favorite authors, such the circular text organization in The Relatives Came (Rylant, 1985);

•

searching for and recording interesting descriptions, words, phrases, and quotes that appealed to us,
as the beautiful imagery we discovered in Twilight Comes Twice (Fletcher, 1997); and

•

collecting artifacts ... paper napkins, ticket stubs, candy wrappers, a leaf, pictures ... anything that
triggered memories that we wanted to save through our writing.

We recorded memories and shared feelings in our notebooks. I didn't share all my writing with my students.
Notebooks are an extension of who we are, and some writing is too personal to be shared. Likewise, I respected
a student's choice to fold a page back and ask me not to read it.
Students used their notebooks as the first step (prewriting) in the writing process. They collected their ideas,
tried new approaches, and played with words. When they were ready to plant their seed ideas into a first
draft, they wrote outside their notebooks. Ralph Fletcher (1996) says it best:
Keeping a writer's notebook is the single best way I know to survive as a writer. It encourages you
to pay attention to your world, inside and out. It serves as a container to keep together all the seeds
you gather until you're ready to plant them. It gives you a quiet place to catch your breath and
begin to write. (P. 1)
I modeled how I struggled to revise, asking them to be my editors and to give me suggestions or ask questions.
I showed them how I never feel like my writing is finished, never good enough, just like other authors.
Each week I collected their notebooks and looked for evidence that they were trying out the strategies I
had been teaching. I found a rubric for grading notebooks, but I filed it away. How could I put a grade on
someone's personal writing life? Instead, I reserved formal assessment for published pieces. A rubric for each
submitted piece of writing clearly explained the expectations to them. Informal assessment occurred daily as
I recorded anecdotal notes about students' writing and writing behaviors. These notes became the basis for
future whole class, small group, or individual instruction. Differentiation according to each student's needs
became part of the daily routine during Writing Workshop.
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At the end of the year, students selected pieces to include in a class anthology. As they evaluated their work
and chose pieces to go into their anthology, comments like, "Look how much better my writing is now!" or "I
can't believe how bad I was at the beginning of the year" reaffirmed the value of the regular use of a writer's
notebook by both teachers and students.
In my old writing teacher life, I would look at a
student's writing, like the one illustrated here,
shake my head in dismay, and wonder, "What
was he doing all year? Didn't he learn anything
at all? Sentences aren't complete and the only
capital letter he seems to know is A. And spelling - no comment there!"

I

Today I look at the same paper and celebrate
that we share knowing what it means to be a
writer.
Teacher writing does not have to be great. It
doesn't even have to be good. It just needs to be.
Grab a pencil and a notebook and start today.
Writing with your students will change your
teaching ... and your life.
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The Mother of Promises
BY WENDY SCHMIT
GRAND BLANC.

MI

Moonlight streaming across the bedroom.
Bitter January winds weeping at our windows.
I lie awake.
I know.

Q

r Ben was born in the spring of 1996, 3 1/2 weeks earlier than expected. Ben was also born with Down
yndrome. Ushered quickly through our initial grief and shock, we embarked on a journey for which we
were ill-prepared, unconditional love our only possession. Little did we know at the time that, because of
this precious gift, we were given an extraordinary opportunity to grow in ways we would never have imagined.
I made promises to my baby in the wee hours of the night while the rest of the world slept. I swaddled him
with a fierce love and an unyielding desire to protect him always. Surrounded by bright lights, sterile, antiseptic smells, and the steady, rhythmic beat of life-saving machinery, I vowed to make the world a better place for
my baby.

Ten years have passed since those first hours when I found myself the mother of a child with special needs, a
child with cognitive impairment, a child who is mentally retarded. There it is-that word: "retarded." Never
could I have imagined that a single word could evoke in me such powerful emotions-feelings riddled with
complicated thoughts. Never have I heard a word that could hold so many different meanings for so many
different people: For some, fun, humorous, laughable. For others, agony, guilt, pain. Still others, isolation,
rejection, sorrow, fear. What is it about this word? How is it that a word has come to hold such meaning, such
power? Who has allowed this word ownership of such things? Has it been me, the mother of promises? The
mother who cannot possibly possess control over all things hurtful to her child, but who tries in vain anyway?
After all, "retarded" is only a word.
I wonder about those who choose to use this word: family members, friends, peers, and classmates also studying to be educators of children. Are they even remotely aware of the power this word may hold for some? Are
they capable of making the connection between this word and the son or daughter, sister or brother, niece or
nephew, aunt, uncle, or cousin that is so loved and cherished by those who can? Is it a conscious choice or does
it surface from somewhere deep within their being, like the terror filled scream finding its way out of one who
is consumed by the fear only found in nightmares? Is it used out of habit or malicious spite? Or is it used out
of simple ignorance?
Every time I hear it spoken, "retard" or "retarded," my heart pounds, my cheeks flush, and I feel as though
I need to catch my breath. For what I am not sure. What would I do with it if it never needed to be caught?
Would I calmly turn to my offender and explain the basic concepts of empathy, compassion, acceptance, and
the breathtaking beauty that lies just below the surface of diversity? Would I share with them the exquisiteness of a miracle of God such as this child? Or would I verbally attack my offender, spewing such notions as
the unfairness of life, the cruelty of others, and the ugliness of intolerance? Would reprimands such as these,
whether gentle or harsh, even make a difference to my offender? Is it wrong for me to want them to feel the
bitter sting of such callous and insensitive language, the very sting I have often felt?
Someone once told me that a person must be ready to listen in order to hear. I find a very real, but achingly
sorrowful truth in that statement. I have seen that truth. I live that truth.
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Pieces at the Bus Stop
BY KATHY GOMEZ
RANKIN,

MI

I

t was August of 2001 when I accompanied my husband to Ft. Lauderdale for a conference. On a Friday
morning, I decided to take the bus to the beach to shop. The bus pickup was supposed to be 9:30 am. I
ventured out of the hotel toward the bus stop at 9:20 am. No one was around except a man sitting on the bus
stop bench with a pile oflaundered towels next to him. He appeared to be homeless and drunk. He was dirty,
mosquito bitten, hair all disheveled. I dreaded going near him, but he had looked up and seen me. Not wanting to be impolite, I walked near the bench. He asked me for some change that I did not have, but I offered
him a dollar, which he took. As I sat next to him, he reeked of alcohol, so I focused on his eyes.

He then began to tell me his story. His name was Red. He had been in Viet Nam and in charge of several
soldiers in his unit. As they were out on the front line somewhere, his unit was ambushed. As the story progressed, Red seemed to sober and his voice became less slurred. At one point Red shouted, "Get out! Get out!
Get out!" I was startled, but my eyes never left his. I kept listening to this sad man. He talked of regret, not
able to get the men out alive. He talked about carrying out only pieces of their bodies in order to send something home to their families. He broke down and cried. And I cried with him. Feeling completely inadequate,
I mumbled something about the families of those who died were so fortunate that he was the one in charge,
because he gave them something to bury.
Red had other regrets. He showed me where he had been shot in the back, and how he could not work. He told
me how he had used drugs. Everyone in Viet Nam used drugs. Red told me he was 4 7, from Minnesota, and
had always wanted to be a biologist. Then, he asked about my life. I told him I was studying to be a teacher.
Red said I would need patience to be a teacher. He was right.
God taught me a lesson in humility that Friday. I promised never to forget this broken soldier who carried the
responsibility for the deaths of the men in his unit and I wrote the poem to honor him. Red offered my dollar
back, and I told him to save it for the next time he needed bus fare. By the way, the bus didn't arrive until
10:10 a.m.
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pieces at the bus stop
by
kathy Gomez
Homeless.
Drunk.
Mosquito bites.
Dirty.
Red ... his name is Red.
Asks for change.
Change in his situation?
Oh. Change as in a quarter.
"I'd work if I could ya know."
I hand him a dollar.
I have no change, but
I can change.
Can I change?
Drugs.
Guns.
Shouts.
Wounded.
Viet Nam ... Red was in Viet Nam.
Brought back only pieces of his unit.
Arms. Legs. Anything to save ... anything to bury.
He was what, 17, 18, 19, 20?
They were what, 17, 18, 19, 20?
Is now 47.
Still cries at the memory.
Sobers slightly
and cries.
Regrets.
Broken heart.
Shattered dreams.
Alone.
Biologist ... Red wanted to be a biologist.
His broken life can't hold a job now ...
The scarred body beckons the drink.
His tormented mind momentarily forgets.
Offers my dollar back.
"You save it for next time."
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Call for Program Proposal
The Michigan Reading Association, an affiliate of the
International Reading Association, invites you to submit a program proposal for the

51 st Annual Michigan Reading Association Conference

MRA 2007 - Literacy Changes Everything
Saturday, March 10, through Monday, March 12, 2007
DeVos Place & Amway Grand Plaza Hotel• Grand Rapids, Michigan
Proposals must be postmarked no later than September 8, 2006. The Program Committee will consider all
proposals submitted by the due date. Notification of the committee's decision will be sent no later than November 17, 2006.
The individual submitting the proposal is responsible for notifying co-presenters of the Program Committee's decision.
Factors that tend to enhance a proposal:
• relevance and interest of program to proposed audience and/or conference theme
• clarity, conciseness and coherence of proposal
• new issues or topics; innovative ways of viewing more traditional issues
• evidence of familiarity with current practices and/or research
• specific and articulate program description that does not need editing
Factors that tend to disqualify a proposal:
• promotion of commercial materials or programs
• content completely unrelated to literacy
• failure to complete the proposal according to guidelines

PLEASE NOTE:
All presenters and co-presenters of accepted proposals are required to register and pay for the conference
prior to February 26, 2007. Upon signing this proposal, it is also understood that presenters and co-presenters do not
receive honoraria or reimbursement for travel, hotel or related expenses. Each presentation room will be equipped with an
overhead projector and screen. However, handouts and any additional AIV equipment will be the responsibility of the
presenters.

Submit completed proposals to:
Michigan Reading Association
668 Three Mile Road NW, Suite C
Grand Rapids, MI 49544-8219
Fax: (616) 647-9378
ELECTRONIC (EMAIL) SUBMITTALS: To submit a proposal via email, simply respond to all required information
(items I. - VIII. on reverse) in a Microsoft Word (or compatible) document and email it to mra@michiganreading.org.
Be sure to provide all requested information, as partial or incomplete proposals will not be considered.

I understand MRA does not provide honoraria or expense reimbursement and that, upon acceptance of this proposal, all presenters and co-presenters for this presentation will register and pay for the conference.
Signed: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Date:_/_/2006
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Proposal Number: _ _ _ __

FOR OFFICE USE ONLY

Date

----------

Date

Time - - - - - - - Room
Time

------------

Room

Capacity _ _ __
Capacity

MRA PROGRAM PROPOSAL
SUBMITTAL DEADLINE: POSTMARKED SEPTEMBER 8, 2006
(Separate proposal forms must be submitted for each presentation title.)
Please submit the following information as you would like it to appear in the conference program book.
I.

Individual submitting proposal:
Name:_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Institution/District: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Position: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Address: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ City/State/Zip: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Day Phone: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Evening Phone: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ Fax: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Email: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
II. Co-presenters (limited to 3):
Name: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __ Email or Day Phone: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Institution/District: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Position: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

N a m e : - - - - - - - - - ~ - - - - - - - - - - - Email or Day Phone: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Institution/District: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Position: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

N a m e : - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - ~ - - - - - Email or Day Phone: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Institution/District: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

III. Topic Area (no more than three):
__
__
__
__
__
__
__
__
__

Reading
_ _ Technology
Writing
_ _ Family Literacy
Listening
MEAP/ACT
Speaking
_ _ NCLB/Reading First
Viewing
Standards/GLCEs
Visually Representing
Assessment
Content Area Literacy
Research
Adolescent Literacy
Administration
Media/Information Literacy

Position=---------~-------IV. Of Primary Interest to:
Pre-School
_ _ Early Elementary
_ _ Later Elementary
__
Middle School
_ _ High School
Adult Educators
_ _ Reading Coaches/Specialists

Teacher Educators
Administrators
Title One Educators
Special Educators
Pre-Service Teachers
Researchers

V. Title ofPresentation: -=p1-eas_e...,...lim.....,1t,-yo-ur--:-t1..,.-tle---:-to---,-1e-n-wo-rdsr--o--:-r-,-les-s.- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - VI. Description of Presentation: Describe the content of your presentation in 60 words or less. This description will appear in the
program book and will be edited if necessary. Descriptions MUST be typed. Emailed submittals of descriptions to
mra@michiganreading.org in Microsoft Word (or compatible) format are hiehly preferred. When submitting a description
via email, please provide date submitted and email address on this proposal form. Please also include presentation title and
presenter information with your description. PROPOSALS SUBMITTED WITHOUT A DESCRJPTIO ARE CONSIDERED I COMPLETE.
Description submitted via email on: _/_/2006

VII. Session Time (min): _ _ 50

Email Address:-=-------:-::--:--.,.,---,-,-----,.---:-~:--:---.---,--......,.,.,..=-------Please provide the email address from wb[ch the description will be submitted.

110

Day Preference: _ _ Sat. (3/ 10/07)

_ _ Sun. (3/11/07)

_ _ Mon. (3/12/07)

Willing to Repeat: _ _ Consecutive time slots

_ _ Same day, NOT consecutive slots

_ _ Different day

VIII. Audio Visual: Overhead and screen will be provided. Additiona/AIV equipment and handouts will be the responsibility of the presenters.

IX. Room Set-Up: All rooms will be set up theater style unless otherwise approved by the Conference Chair prior to September 8, 2006.
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